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He t h a t g i v e t h a b l e m i s h t o any of h i s ne i g h b o u r s : as he 
hath done, so s h a l l i t be done t o him: / B r e a c h f o r breach, 
eye f o r eye, t o o t h f o r t o o t h , s h a l l he r e s t o r e . 
( L e v i t i c u s 24:19-20) 
But i f her death ensue thereupon, he s h a l l render l i f e f o r 
l i f e . Eye f o r eye, t o o t h f o r t o o t h , hand f o r hand, f o o t f o r 
f o o t , / B u r n i n g f o r b u r n i n g , wound f o r wound, s t r i p e f o r s t r i p e . 
(Exodus 21:23-25) 
Thou S h a l t not p i t y him, but s h a l t r e q u i r e l i f e f o r l i f e , eye 
f o r eye, t o o t h f o r t o o t h , hand f o r hand, f o o t f o r f o o t . 
(Deuteronomy 19:21) 
You have heard t h a t i t hath been s a i d : An eye f o r an eye, 
and a t o o t h f o r a t o o t h . / But I say t o you not t o r e s i s t 
e v i l : but i f one s t r i k e thee on thy r i g h t cheek, t u r n to him 
a l s o the o t h e r . (Matthew 5:38-39) 1 
Readers who compare these passages a c c o r d i n g t o the l i g h t o f human 
reason c o u l d perhaps be f o r g i v e n f o r f i n d i n g more d i f f e r e n c e s than 
s i m i l a r i t i e s between the Old and New Testaments. Even S t Jerome s t r e s s e s 
the c o n t r a s t i n h i s Commentary on Matthew, when he d e c l a r e s : "In the 
Law, ther e i s punishment, i n the Gospel, grace. There, the f a u l t i s 
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c h a s t i s e d , here the r o o t s o f s i n s are removed." But Jerome i m p l i e s no 
c r i t i c i s m o f the Law o r the God who p r o c l a i m e d i t : "He who says 'an 
eye f o r an eye' does not wish t o remove the second eye, but t o p r e s e r v e 
b o t h . " That i s , Jerome r e c o g n i z e s and accepts the j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r 
the law i n Deuteronomy, t h a t i t s purpose i s t o assure t h a t no such e v i l 
w i l l be committed. We now know through an examination o f the h i s t o r i c a l 
c o n t e x t , by comparing o t h e r , more severe. Near E a s t e r n law codes, what 
the e a r l y f a t h e r s knew from the s p i r i t u a l c o n t e x t , t h a t the Old Testament 
i n j u n c t i o n "an eye f o r an eye" i s not the ve n g e f u l command i t i s o f t e n 
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taken t o be by b e l i e v e r s and n o n - b e l i e v e r s a l i k e . 
There were, n e v e r t h e l e s s , o t h e r e a r l y t h i n k e r s who c o n c e n t r a t e d on 
the d i f f e r e n c e s between the two Testaments and saw C h r i s t as a b o l i s h i n g 
and r e p l a c i n g the r u l e s o f the O l d Law. Though t h e i r w r i t i n g s have not 
s u r v i v e d , the d e t a i l s o f the arguments o f T e r t u l l i a n ' s Adversus Marcionem 
and Augustine's Contra FaustutrP and Contra Adimantutn' show t h a t such 
arguments were made by the M a r c i o n i t e s and the Manichaeans. These 
h e r e t i c s were able t o succeed i n t h e i r arguments as much as they d i d 
o n l y by q u o t i n g s c r i p t u r e out o f c o n t e x t : the orthodox commentator 
c o u l d not o v e r l o o k the f a c t t h a t the words from Matthew come s h o r t l y 
a f t e r t h i s statement: 
Do not t h i n k t h a t I am come t o d e s t r o y the law o r the p r o p h e t s . 
I am come not to d e s t r o y , but t o f u l f i l . For amen I say unto 
you, t i l l : . h e a v e n and e a r t h pass, one j o t o r one t i t t l e s h a l l 
not pass o f the law, t i l l a l l be f u l f i l l e d . He t h e r e f o r e 
t h a t s h a l l break one o f these l e a s t commandments and s h a l l so 
teach men s h a l l be c a l l e d the l e a s t i n the kingdom o f heaven. 
But he t h a t s h a l l do and t e a c h , he s h a l l be c a l l e d g r e a t i n 
the kingdom o f heaven. For I t e l l you, t h a t u n l e s s your 
j u s t i c e abound more than t h a t o f the s c r i b e s and P h a r i s e e s , 
you s h a l l not e n t e r i n t o the kingdom o f heaven. (Matthew 5: 
17-20) 
The orthodox t a s k , then, i s t o e x p l a i n i n what manner C h r i s t ' s i n j u n c t i o n 
i s a f u l f i l m e n t , and n o t an a b o l i t i o n o f the law, and how those who 
f o l l o w i t are more r i g h t e o u s than those who f o l l o w the law. 
I t i s a f a i r l y s imple matter t o j u s t i f y the dictum o f the Old Law 
as i n t e n d i n g to r e s t r a i n immoderate n a t u r a l impulses. As Augustine says 
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i n Contra Faustum (XIX. x x v ) : 
The o l d p r e c e p t as w e l l as the new i s i n t e n d e d t o check the 
vehemence o f h a t r e d , and t o curb the i m p e t u o s i t y of angry 
p a s s i o n . For who w i l l o f h i s own acc o r d be s a t i s f i e d w i t h a 
revenge eq u a l to the i n j u r y ? Do we not see men, o n l y s l i g h t l y 
h u r t , eager f o r s l a u g h t e r , t h i r s t i n g f o r b l o o d , as i f they 
c o u l d never make t h e i r enemy s u f f e r enough? I f a man r e c e i v e s 
a blow, does he not summon h i s a s s a i l a n t , t h a t he may be con-
demned i n the c o u r t o f law? Or i f he p r e f e r s t o r e t u r n the 
blow, does he not f a l l upon the man w i t h hand and h e e l , o r 
perhaps w i t h a weapon, i f he can get h o l d o f one? . . . So 
the p r e c e p t , "an eye f o r an eye, a t o o t h f o r a t o o t h , " i n s t e a d 
o f b e i n g a brand t o k i n d l e a f i r e t h a t was quenched, was r a t h e r 
a c o v e r i n g t o prevent the f i r e a l r e a d y k i n d l e d from spread-
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m g . 
That t h i s i s a law t o be f u l f i l l e d , and not a b o l i s h e d , i s argued i n a 
better-known work by Augustine, h i s Commentary on the Sermon on the 
Mo unt: 
Not t o exceed due measure i n i n f l i c t i n g punishment, l e s t the 
r e q u i t a l be g r e a t e r than the i n j u r y — t h a t i s the l e s s e r 
j u s t i c e o f the P h a r i s e e s . And i t i s a h i g h degree o f j u s t i c e , 
f o r i t would not be easy t o f i n d a man who, on r e c e i v i n g a 
f i s t i c u f f , would be content t o g i v e o n l y one i n r e t u r n . . . . 
"An eye f o r an eye" and "A t o o t h f o r a t o o t h . " Moderation i s 
s i g n i f i e d by these words, so t h a t the p e n a l t y may not be 
g r e a t e r than the i n j u r y . And t h i s i s the b e g i n n i n g o f peace. 
But to have a b s o l u t e l y no wish f o r any such r e t r i b u t i o n — 
t h a t i s p e r f e c t peace. Through the maxim t h a t r e q u i t a l must 
be equal t o the i n j u r y , a t r a n s i t i o n has been made from the 
sh e e r e s t d i s c o r d t o the g r e a t e s t concord — made g r a d u a l l y , i n 
accordance w i t h the o r d e r l y s u c c e s s i o n o f e r a s . And t h a t 
maxim h o l d s , as i t were, a middle p o s i t i o n between the f i r s t 
dictum — which i s not w i t h i n the Law — and the p r i n c i p l e 
which the Lor d p r e s c r i b e d f o r the p e r f e c t i n g o f H i s f o l l o w e r s ; 
t h a t i s to say, i t stands midway between the r u l e o f i n f l i c t i n g 
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a p e n a l t y g r e a t e r than the i n j u r y committed, and the p r i n c i p l e 
t h a t no e v i l i s t o be r e t u r n e d f o r e v i l . . . . T h e r e f o r e , 
t h i s p r e p a r a t o r y j u s t i c e — which i s not a severe j u s t i c e , but 
a m e r c i f u l one — has been brought t o p e r f e c t i o n by Him who 
g 
came, not t o d e s t r o y the Law, but t o f u l f i l l i t . 
Augustine sees, t h e r e f o r e , a t h r e e - s t a g e process o f development o f 
man's moral sense w i t h r e s p e c t t o the q u e s t i o n o f vengeance, w i t h the 
O l d Testament law as the middle term. Man i s r a i s e d from the s t a t e o f 
n a t u r e , i n which he responds t o an e v i l a c t i o n by a s t i l l g r e a t e r e v i l , 
by the agency o f the law o f equal r e t r i b u t i o n . The l e t t e r o f the law i s 
"a l i f e f o r a l i f e , " but the s p i r i t i s an attempt to moderate the d e s i r e 
f o r vengeance so t h a t both l i v e s may be p r e s e r v e d . The f u l f i l m e n t , the 
p e r f e c t i o n o f t h i s s p i r i t , i s C h r i s t ' s i n j u n c t i o n not t o r e s i s t e v i l , and 
i t i s a f u l f i l m e n t which seems t o c o n t r a d i c t the l e t t e r , a t l e a s t i n the 
view o f a f a l l e n n a t u r e . Under the new d i s p e n s a t i o n , an i n j u r e d man w i l l 
n o t e x e r c i s e h i s l e g a l , c o n t r a c t u a l r i g h t t o a p r e c i s e l y e q u i v a l e n t 
r e t r i b u t i o n . 
T h i s developmental p a t t e r n can be used as a replacement f o r some o f 
the attempts o f p a s t c r i t i c s t o account f o r the a c t i o n s o f the a n t a g o n i s t 
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i n S i r Gawain and the Green Knight. He i s f r e q u e n t l y r e f e r r e d t o as 
" e n i g m a t i c , " and there i s indeed something about him which suggests t h a t 
he i s o t h e r than he seems, t h a t he needs t o be e x p l a i n e d by r e f e r e n c e t o 
some e x t r a - t e x t u a l m a t e r i a l . E a r l i e r c r i t i c s used to make the e f f o r t t o 
a s s o c i a t e him w i t h some r e a l h i s t o r i c a l i n d i v i d u a l o f f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
E n g l a n d ; 1 0 such attempts seem t o have been g e n e r a l l y abandoned, p r o b a b l y 
because, a l t h o u g h the c r i t i c s a l l used s i m i l a r methods and were e q u a l l y 
d i l i g e n t i n t h e i r s e a r c h , there were too many ca n d i d a t e s and no grounds 
f o r d e c i d i n g between them. In more r e c e n t y e a r s , comparisons have been 
drawn a l s o w i t h Satan,'''1 C h r i s t , ' " 2 and Merlin,''' 3 but again there has 
been no c r i t i c a l u n i t y and l i t t l e changing o f minds through argument. 
I t must be r e c o g n i z e d by now t h a t the Gawain-poet was not an author l i k e 
the c r e a t o r s o f the Gesta Romanorum, who c o u l d take a reasonably complex 
s t o r y , put i t through the a l l e g o r y machine, and come up w i t h a moral 
such as "The emperor i s God; the pauper, man. The f o r e s t i s the w o r l d , 
w h i c h i s f u l l o f p i t s . The l i o n i s the Son o f God, who assumed humanity; 
the monkey i s conscience; and the serpent i s a p r e l a t e o r c o n f e s s o r . 14 The c o r d i s C h r i s t ' s p a s s i o n ; the loaded asses are the d i v i n e p r e c e p t s . " 
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Some f o u r t e e n years ago, Judson Boyce A l l e n expressed a s i m i l a r 
d i s a p p o i n t m e n t w i t h such an approach, and suggested as a remedy t h a t we 
i n t e r p r e t the poem f i g u r a l l y , i n s t e a d o f a l l e g o r i c a l l y , and t r e a t the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p expressed within the t e x t r a t h e r than l o o k i n g o u t s i d e i t . 
" W i t hin the poem," he says, 
t h e r e are two c o u r t s , the two ends o f the beheading game, the 
p a r a l l e l between f l i r t a t i o n and h u n t i n g , and, most i m p o r t a n t 
o f a l l , the i d e n t i t y o f S i r B e r c i l a k and the Green K n i g h t . 
T h i s i d e n t i t y , between an " a g h l i c h mayster" and the charming 
h o s t o f the cut-paper c a s t l e , i s one which the t r a d i t i o n o f 
the s p i r i t u a l sense o f e x e g e s i s does much t o d e f i n e . B e r c i l a k 
and the Green K n i g h t are doubles; they e x i s t o ver a g a i n s t one 
another, i n p a r a l l e l . As such they e x i s t as the two h a l v e s o f 
an i d e n t i t y which can b e s t be understood as f i g u r a l . T h i s i s 
the reason why they, and the poem which they dominate, seem 
m i s t r e a t e d by Schnyder's a l l e g o r i z i n g . The a l l e g o r y , the 
s p i r i t u a l sense, i s not o u t s i d e the poem but w i t h i n i t , 
p e r s o n i f i e d by a Green K n i g h t who a l r e a d y i s S i r B e r c i l a k . 1 5 
A l l e n ' s s u g g e s t i o n has remained, t o the b e s t o f my knowledge, j u s t 
a t a n t a l i z i n g germ o f an i d e a . The reason i t has gone no f a r t h e r i s , I 
would suggest, t h a t he c o n c e n t r a t e s on the d e f i n i t i o n o f what the Green 
K n i g h t and B e r c i l a k " a r e , " and on which one o f them " i s " the s p i r i t u a l 
sense o f the o t h e r . I do not b e l i e v e t h a t the Gawain-poet i s e s p e c i a l l y 
i n t e r e s t e d i n what any o f h i s c h a r a c t e r s " a r e , " o r even w i t h what the 
poem's obvious symbols such as the pentangle and the g i r d l e " a r e , " b u t 
r a t h e r w i t h how they f u n c t i o n i n the poem. I do not mean t o suggest t h a t 
we can understand these t h i n g s w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o e x t r a - t e x t u a l mater-
i a l ; we a r e , a f t e r a l l , a t a g r e a t disadvantage i n d e a l i n g w i t h m a t e r i a l 
from such an a l i e n c u l t u r e , and must t h e r e f o r e make use o f a l l a v a i l a b l e 
m a t e r i a l s . I would l i k e t o suggest t h a t we t h e r e f o r e l o o k t o the poem's 
manner o f p a t t e r n i n g the scenes o f vengeance, j u s t i c e , c o n t r a c t s , and 
mercy i n the l i g h t o f Augustine's f u l l y developed views on the t a l i o and 
A l l e n ' s i n s i g h t about a f i g u r a l r e a d i n g . 
S i r Cawain and the Green Knight opens w i t h a r e f e r e n c e t o the T r o j a n 
War, i n which, i n o r d e r t o p u n i s h those who accepted a T r o j a n p r i n c e 
and h i s paramour, an e r r a n t Greek woman, the Greeks d e s t r o y e d the e n t i r e 
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c i t y , and l e f t i t " b r i t t e n e d and b r e n t t o bronde3 and aske3" ( l i n e 2 ) . 
T h i s a c t i o n was r e c o g n i z e d as a v i o l e n t " o v e r - k i l l " as e a r l y as A e s c h y l u s ' 
Oresteia , ̂  and the d e s c r i p t i o n i n V e r g i l ' s Aeneid s t r e s s e s t h a t i t i n -
c l u d e d such b r u t a l b e h a v i o u r as Neoptolemus' s l a u g h t e r i n g o f the aged 
P r i a m a t an a l t a r t o the gods, a f t e r making him watch the death o f h i s 
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son P o l i t e s . By the t h i r d s t a n z a o f the poem, we have reached the 
c o u r t o f K i n g A r t h u r , a group o f k n i g h t s " i n her f i r s t age" ( l i n e 5 4), 
r u l e d by a k i n g who i s "sumquat c h i l d g e r e d " ( l i n e 8 6), on a day when 
"Nw 3er wat3 so 3ep pat h i t wat3 nwe cummen" ( l i n e 60). K i n g A r t h u r w i l l 
n o t p a r t i c i p a t e f u l l y i n the f e a s t , however, because o f h i s r a t h e r q u a i n t 
custom o f r e f u s i n g t o eat on a h o l y day u n t i l some "adventure" o r "marvel" 
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has o c c u r r e d . U n l i k e the author o f La Queste del Saint Graal, however, 
the Gawain- poet d e s c r i b e s i n d e t a i l what k i n d o f adventures he expects 
h i s k n i g h t s t o p r o v i d e f o r him: 
he wolde neuer e t e 
Vpon such a dere day e r hym deuised were 
Of sum auenturus byng an vncoube t a l e , 
Of sum mayn meruayle, bat he my3t trawe, 
Of a l d e r e s , of armes, of oper auenturus, 
Oper sum segg hym b l s o 3 t of sum s i k e r kny3t 
To joyne wyth hym In i u s t y n g , In joparde t o l a y , 
Lede, I i f f o r l y f , leue vchon ober, 
As f o r t u n e wolde f u l s u n horn, be f a y r e r t o haue. ( l i n e s 91-99) 
A r t h u r and h i s c o u r t i e r s are i n the f i r s t o f Augustine's " o r d e r l y 
s u c c e s s i o n o f ages," s t i l l i n the p e r i o d i n which i n d i v i d u a l d e s i r e , 
r a t h e r than the r u l e o f law, determines the e x t e n t o f r e t a l i a t i o n f o r 
i n j u r y . A r t h u r l o o k s forward t o a b a t t l e between one o f h i s f o l l o w e r s 
and some strange k n i g h t , i n which the outcome w i l l be decide d by Fortune, 
a goddess n o t o r i o u s l y f r e e from the government o f s t a t u t e s . The phrase 
" l i f f o r l y f " does no more than h i n t a t the r u l e o f law, s i n c e i n t h i s 
case i t r e f e r s t o a r i s k y encounter i n which one man bets h i s l i f e 
a g a i n s t a n o t h e r ' s , not an equal recompense f o r l o s s . The aim o f t h i s 
" l i f e f o r l i f e " i s t h a t one l i f e s h o u l d be l o s t , not t h a t both should be 
p r e s e r v e d . These are the c o u r t i e r s who, when the Green K n i g h t has been 
d e c a p i t a t e d and l i e s b l e e d i n g on the ground, k i c k h i s head about l i k e a 
f o o t b a l l . 
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Rule-governed behaviour e n t e r s the poem w i t h the Green K n i g h t and 
h i s c h a l l e n g e . The game he suggests i s t h a t one o f A r t h u r ' s k n i g h t s 
w i l l d e a l him a blow, and, a f t e r a r e s p i t e o f a year and a day, he w i l l 
repay him i n k i n d , a s t r o k e f o r a s t r o k e . T h i s i s exact r e t a l i a t i o n , 
l i k e the "breach f o r breach" o f L e v i t i c u s , the " s t r i p e f o r s t r i p e " o f 
Exodus, o r the "pugno accepto pugnum re d d e r e " o f Augustine. T h i s con-
cern w i t h e x a c t e q u i v a l e n c e p e r s i s t s throughout the e n t i r e s t o r y o f the 
agreement; a year l a t e r , when the Green K n i g h t s t r i k e s Gawain and does 
no more than s c r a t c h h i s neck, Gawain i n s i s t s t h a t the c o n t r a c t i s f u l -
f i l l e d s i n c e he has taken the one s t r o k e t h a t he gave: 
"I haf a s t r o k e in p i s sted w i t h o u t e s t r y f hent, 
And i f pow rechez me any mo, I r e d y l y shal quyte, 
And 3elde 3 e d e r l y a3ayn — and b e r t o 3e t r y s t — 
and foo. 
Bot on s t r o k e here me fa I l e z — 
Pe couenaunt schop r y 3 t so, 
Fermed in Arpurez h a l l e z — 
And p e r f o r e , hende, now hoo!" ( l i n e s 2323-30) 
Gawain does not seem to have much o f an un d e r s t a n d i n g o f the s p i r i t 
o f t h i s covenant, e i t h e r a t the b e g i n n i n g o r the end o f h i s f a t e f u l y e a r . 
The Green K n i g h t o f f e r s a b u f f e t i n g c o n t e s t , and i t seems t o be up t o 
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Gawain as t o how hard o r how deadly a blow he s t r i k e s , so t h a t h i s 
d e c i s i o n t o d e c a p i t a t e h i s v i s i t o r i s q u e s t i o n a b l e . F u r t h e r , as J u l i a n 
Wasserman and Robert Blanch have r e c e n t l y argued, Gawain i s not o b l i g e d 
t o use the axe as the b u f f e t i n g weapon; the Green K n i g h t ' s a r r i v a l , w i t h 
an axe i n one hand and a h o l l y bough i n the o t h e r , i s an example o f an 
"iconography o f the two hands," a f a v o u r i t e t e c h n i q u e o f the poet's f o r 
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n a r r a t i z i n g a moment o f c r u c i a l c h o i c e . The Green K n i g h t tempts him 
t o go t o the l i m i t and chop o f f h i s head, i n t h a t he s t r e t c h e s out h i s 
neck and moves a s i d e h i s l o n g h a i r ( l i n e 419-20), but he has a l r e a d y 
g i v e n Gawain a h i n t o f what i s to come by s a y i n g t h a t he w i l l t e l l Gawain 
how t o f i n d h i s d w e l l i n g a f t e r he has r e c e i v e d the blow ( l i n e s 405 f f . ) . 
Gawain i s f u r t h e r tempted by A r t h u r ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t i f he s t r i k e s i n 
the p r o p e r manner, he w i l l not have any t r o u b l e w i t h the r e t u r n blow a 
ye a r l a t e r : 
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"Kepe pe, cosyn," quop be kyng, "pat bou on k y r f s e t t e . 
And i f bou redez hym r y 3 t , r e d l y I trowe 
Pat bou sehal byden be bur pat he schal bede a f t e r . " 
( l i n e s 372-74) 
The immediate audience response t o Gawain's choi c e t o d e c a p i t a t e 
the Green K n i g h t i s perhaps sympathetic; i t appears t o be w i t h i n the 
r u l e s o f the b a r g a i n t o s t r i k e w i t h the b a t t l e - a x e , and the Green 
K n i g h t has s p e c i f i e d t h a t he s h o u l d do so " s t i f l y " ( l i n e 287). But i n 
our a p p r o v a l we have been " s u r p r i s e d by s i n . " I f C h r i s t has bidden us 
n o t t o r e s i s t v i o l e n c e , a f o r t i o r i we s h o u l d not i n i t i a t e i t . The 
d i c t u m t h a t Gawain l i v e s by seems t o be "Do i t t o them bef o r e they do 
i t t o you," not "Do unto o t h e r s as you would have them do unto you," 
and he beheads the Green K n i g h t , o n l y t o l e a r n t h a t he must s t i l l 
s ubmit t o an e q u i v a l e n t s t r o k e n e x t year. 
When the game i s ending, Gawain's conduct a l s o l e a v e s much t o be 
d e s i r e d . He i s open t o the charge o f v i o l a t i n g both the r u l e s o f the 
c o n t r a c t and the norms o f k n i g h t l y b e haviour by appearing armed w i t h a 
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p r o t e c t i v e t a l i s m a n . He shows t h a t he c o n s i d e r s the r u l e o f e q u i v a -
l e n c e o f a c t i o n s t o be merely a temporary n e c e s s i t y by d e c l a r i n g so 
f o r c e f u l l y t h a t he i s no l o n g e r bound by i t once he has r e c e i v e d the 
n i c k i n the neck. F i n a l l y , he i n s u l t s the Green K n i g h t by s u g g e s t i n g 
t h a t he may go beyond the r u l e s by s t r i k i n g a g a i n . As the Green K n i g h t 
so m e r r i l y p o i n t s o u t , i t i s Gawain who s h o u l d be suspected o f b e i n g a 
b r e a k e r o f covenants, s i n c e he s t i l l c a r r i e s the green g i r d l e , the 
e vidence t h a t he has broken the second c o n t r a c t between the two men, the 
exchange o f w i n n i n g s . 
T h i s i s not the o n l y p a r a l l e l between the two b a r g a i n s the men make, 
s i n c e they are s t r u c t u r a l l y analogous as w e l l . In the f i r s t i n s t a n c e , 
the b a s i c agreement may be s t a t e d " I w i l l do something to you and you w i l l 
do something t o me"; i n the second, i t i s "I w i l l g i v e something t o you 
and you w i l l g i v e something t o me." In both c a s e s , i t i s an agreement 
between e q u a l s which has s t r o n g s i m i l a r i t i e s t o an Old Testament law, 
e i t h e r the r u l e o f t a l i o or the covenant between God and I s r a e l . 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y , i t i s the second which Gawain v i o l a t e s most o b v i o u s l y . 
The o b l i g a t i o n which i s p l a c e d on him i s t o "Pay what you owe," the same 
i n j u n c t i o n which caused so much t r o u b l e t o the u n j u s t s e r v a n t i n Matthew 
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18, p a r t o f C h r i s t ' s p a r a b o l i c e x p l a n a t i o n o f the need t o f o r g i v e one's 
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neighbour. For Gawain, an a p p a r e n t l y simple requirement t o r e t u r n what 
he wins i s transformed when "paying what he owes" means abandoning h i s 
own e a r t h l y l i f e . When one owes one's l i f e , p a y i n g up i s the most 
d i f f i c u l t c h a l l e n g e o f a l l , and both Old Testament and e a r l y C h r i s t i a n 
h i s t o r y are f u l l o f examples o f b a c k s l i d e r s and f a i l e d martyrs who 
c o u l d not meet i t . 
The net e d u c a t i o n a l e f f e c t o f Gawain's e x p e r i e n c e s i s r e a l l y not a l l 
t h a t g r e a t . Once he has been caught out i n a v i o l a t i o n o f the covenant, 
he f e e l s ashamed, and denounces h i s own weakness. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , he 
condemns h i m s e l f f o r two s i n s , and the poet has him r e p e a t h i m s e l f t o 
ensure t h a t the p o i n t i s not missed: 
"Corsed worth cowarddyse and couetyse bope! 
In yow i s v y l a n y and vyse pat v e r t u e d i s s t r y e z . " 
For c a r e of py knokke cowardyse me t a j t 
To acorde me w i t h couetyse, my kynde t o f o r s a k e , 
Pat i s l a r g e s and lewte pat longez t o kny3tez. 
( l i n e s 2374-81) 
Gawain e x p l a i n s t o h i m s e l f why h i s a c t i o n s may be seen as cowardice, 
s i n c e they d i v e r g e from a c c e p t a b l e k n i g h t l y behaviour even under the 
f i r s t d i s p e n s a t i o n o f A r t h u r ' s c o u r t , but h i s r e f e r e n c e to covetous-
ness has s t r u c k c r i t i c s as c u r i o u s , s i n c e he c l e a r l y d i d not v a l u e the 
green g i r d l e f o r i t s own substance o r worth. The e x p l a n a t i o n , I b e l i e v e , 
i s t o be found i n the s c r i p t u r a l locus c l a s s i c u s f o r the i d e a e x p r e s s e d 
here, namely t h a t the law, though good, i s a necessary p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r 
s i n and f o r the consciousness o f s i n : 
But now we are l o o s e d from the law of death, wherein we were 
d e t a i n e d ; so t h a t we s h o u l d serve i n newness o f s p i r i t , and 
not i n the o l d n e s s o f the l e t t e r . What s h a l l we say, then? 
I s the law s i n ? God f o r b i d ! But I do not know s i n , but by 
the law. For I had not known concupiscence, i f the law d i d 
not say: Thou shalt not covet. But s i n , t a k i n g o c c a s i o n by 
the commandment, wrought i n me a l l manner of concupiscence. 
For w i t h o u t the law s i n was dead. (Romans 7:6-8) 
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The importance o f t h i s knowledge o f s i n and o f man's s i n f u l n e s s 
which a r i s e s through s i n ' s use o f the law can be seen a l s o from i t s 
e f f i c a c y i n p r e v e n t i n g Gawain from p r o p e r l y understanding the t h i r d 
s t age o f the p r o c e s s , the f u l f i l m e n t o f law i n mercy. The Green K n i g h t 
would be c o m p l e t e l y w i t h i n h i s r i g h t s under the covenant t o d e c a p i t a t e 
Gawain i n t u r n , but i n s t e a d he spares him. True, he does not a v o i d 
r e t a l i a t i o n c o m p l e t e l y , f o r he does cut Gawain's neck, but t h i s i s an 
a b s o l u t e n e c e s s i t y f o r the author's s y m b o l i c purpose. He needs i t t o 
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a c t i v a t e the metaphor o f h e a l e d wound as f o r g i v e n s i n , so important 
to the e n ding o f the poem, and t o remind us t h a t c o n t r i t i o n i s o n l y one 
p a r t o f the p r o c e s s o f p u r g i n g s i n , needing t o be combined w i t h con-
f e s s i o n , r e s t i t u t i o n , and a b s o l u t i o n . 
S i r Gawain and the Green Knight, then, begins i n the w o r l d o f the 
s t a t e o f n a t u r e , i n which s t r i f e between men i s r e s o l v e d by i n d i v i d u a l 
c u n n i n g and s t r e n g t h , and success depends on the f a v o u r o f Fortune. The 
s o c i e t y p r o g r e s s e s a step when i t a c c e p t s the law o f e q u a l r e t r i b u t i o n 
i n the b a r g a i n w i t h the Green K n i g h t . The realm o f c o n t r a c t u a l law i s 
expanded by the "exchange o f w i n n i n g s " covenant, which Gawain, l i k e so 
many o t h e r s b e f o r e him, v i o l a t e s i n o r d e r t o save h i s own e a r t h l y l i f e . 
J u s t as the Green K n i g h t ' s o r i g i n a l covenant can be seen as an "Old 
Testament" p r e f i g u r a t i o n o f the "New Testament" mercy he d i s p l a y s on 
the day o f judgment, h i s r e s t r a i n t and h i s c h o i c e not t o i n f l i c t the 
l e g a l l y p e r m i s s i b l e p e n a l t y s i g n a l the f u l f i l m e n t o f the s p i r i t o f the 
law. Gawain's d i s c o u r t e o u s response demonstrates a dangerous and r e -
g r e s s i v e concern w i t h the l e t t e r o f the law. He does not see mercy i n 
the Green K n i g h t ' s a c t i o n s , but o n l y a l i t e r a l c o m p l e t i o n o f the terms 
o f the o r i g i n a l c o n t r a c t which l e t s him r e t u r n t o the rough and tumble 
w o r l d o f m o r t a l combat r u l e d by Fortune. When he i s reminded t h a t he 
has v i o l a t e d the "exchange o f winnings" c o n t r a c t i n o r d e r t o c o n t r o l the 
outcome o f the "exchange o f blows" c o n t r a c t , he proves P a u l ' s p o i n t t h a t 
the e f f e c t o f the Law i s t o c r e a t e a consciousness o f s i n . 
By choosing t o examine the n o t i o n o f the f u l f i l m e n t o f the law i n 
a p a r t i c u l a r human s i t u a t i o n , r a t h e r than i n g e n e r a l o r t h e o r e t i c a l 
terms l i k e A u g u s t i n e , and by b e i n g more r e s o l u t e l y P a u l i n e i n h i s view 
o f the e f f i c a c y o f the law than Augustine, the Gawain-poet i s at once 
bo t h l e s s o p t i m i s t i c c o n c e r n i n g h i s c h a r a c t e r s and more c h a l l e n g i n g t o 
h i s audience. The s t o r y w o r l d o f the l i t e r a t u r e t o which h i s readers 
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are a p p a r e n t l y a d d i c t e d , w i t h i t s t a l e s o f Round Table adventures, 
i s a s s i m i l a t e d t o a s t a t e o f nature i n need o f d r a s t i c r e f o r m a t i o n . 
The powers o f law may momentarily l e a d t o some pro g r e s s •— Gawain i s , f o r 
example, most n e a r l y p i o u s when he i s r e q u i r e d by the covenant t o s e t 
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out through the w i l d e r n e s s and face h i s d e s t i n y alone — but the net 
e f f e c t of an e x p e r i e n c e o f the law i s simply an overwhelming sense o f 
s i n and a ( d o c t r i n a l l y i n c o r r e c t ) f e e l i n g t h a t "ber h i t onez i s tachched 
twynne w l l h i t neuer" ( l i n e 2512). Not even t h i s awareness may be t r a n s -
m i t t e d t o o t h e r s who have not shared i n the e x p e r i e n c e , as the c o u r t ' s 
incomprehension i n the l a s t s t a n z a r e v e a l s . Gawain's "audience" o f 
k n i g h t s and l a d i e s i n Camelot i s not a b l e t o meet the c h a l l e n g e which 
the Gawain-poet o p t i m i s t i c a l l y o f f e r s t o h i s audience o f o r d i n a r y 
people. 
The c o n n e c t i o n between the t a l e o f the Green K n i g h t and the t a l e 
o f the L o a t h l y Lady may seem, a t f i r s t g l a n c e , to' be r a t h e r tenuous. The 
o n l y g e n e r a l l y acknowledged c o n n e c t i o n i s t h a t i n some v e r s i o n s o f the 
l a t t e r , i t i s Gawain who winds up m a r r i e d t o the Lady and i n o t h e r s 
t h e r e i s a t h r e a t e n i n g male who imposes the task f o r the e r r a n t k n i g h t 
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t o f u l f i l l . But i n the l i g h t o f the p r e v i o u s d i s c u s s i o n i t may be seen 
t h a t t h e r e are s t r o n g p l o t a n a l o g i e s between the two b a s i c p a t t e r n s , and 
t h a t the bare n a r r a t i v e l i n e s o f the s t o r i e s may be seen as d i f f e r e n t 
"grammatical" t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s of the same deep s t r u c t u r e . Gower's 
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Tale of Florent, f o r example, be g i n s i n the " s t a t e o f n a t u r e " w o r l d 
o f medieval c h i v a l r y , but once F l o r e n t has k i l l e d Branchus he i s s u b j e c t 
t o the law o f e q u a l r e t r i b u t i o n , and seems doomed t o d i e . Because o f 
the s c r u p l e s o f h i s p r o s e c u t o r s , he i s g i v e n a temporary r e p r i e v e , 
a c c o r d i n g t o a covenant (the word i s used a t 1.1450) whereby he under-
takes to r e t u r n w i t h the answer t o the q u e s t i o n o f what women most d e s i r e . 
Thrown back on h i s own r e s o u r c e s , he i s a t a l o s s u n t i l he meets the 
L o a t h l y Lady and makes a covenant (1.1590) w i t h h e r t h a t he w i l l marry 
her i f the answer she g i v e s him saves h i s l i f e . A f t e r they are m a r r i e d , 
she g i v e s him the c h o i c e as t o whether he would have her b e a u t i f u l by 
day and u g l y by n i g h t o r the o p p o s i t e . He abandons any r i g h t t o choose 
between these e q u a l and o p p o s i t e a l t e r n a t i v e s , and r e c e i v e s as h i s 
reward a w i f e who w i l l be b e a u t i f u l a l l the time. The o v e r a r c h i n g motion 
i s from n a t u r a l law, through the c o n s t r a i n t s o f a covenant, t o d e l i v e r -
ance and peace ever a f t e r . 
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The c o n t r a s t s between The Wife of Bath's Tale and t h i s v e r s i o n 
o r t h e i r presumed common source have been q u i t e t h o r o u g h l y examined over 
the y e a r s by a number o f s c h o l a r s . The k n i g h t i s a r a p i s t , not a murder-
e r , and the c h o i c e a t the end i s between f a i r and f a i t h l e s s o r f o u l and 
f a i t h f u l , so t h a t Chaucer may f u r t h e r h i g h l i g h t the s e r i o u s n e s s o f the 
q u e s t i o n about what women want. The yea r of s e a r c h i n g i s a k i n d o f 
temporal r e f o r m a t o r y f o r the k n i g h t who had p r e v i o u s l y p a i d no a t t e n t i o n 
t o a woman's wants a t a l l , and the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f f i d e l i t y a t the end 
deepens the moral l e v e l o f the whole e n t e r p r i s e . The law commands him 
to l e a r n what women want, and he s a t i s f i e s not o n l y the l e t t e r , when he 
quotes the L o a t h l y Lady's answer, but a l s o the s p i r i t , when he a l l o w s 
h i s w i f e the freedom t o choose what she wants t o be. 
What has not been so w i d e l y r e c o g n i z e d , however, i s t h a t Chaucer 
care d enough f o r the o r i g i n a l p a t t e r n t o s t r e n g t h e n i t a t a key p o i n t 
i n the n a r r a t i v e , and t o pr e s e r v e i t by an e s p e c i a l l y i m a g i n a t i v e 
l i t e r a r y d e v i c e a t another p o i n t where h i s thematic c h o i c e s l e d t o a 
l o s s o f c l a r i t y i n t h i s u n d e r l y i n g s t r u c t u r e . There a r e , o f c o u r s e , many 
d i f f e r e n t standards o f e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the d i f f e r e n c e s between Gower's 
v e r s i o n and The Wife of Bath's Tale, not the l e a s t o f which i s Chaucer's 
d e s i r e t o f i t the t a l e t o the c h a r a c t e r he had e s t a b l i s h e d f o r the Wife 
h e r s e l f . But a t the end of the s t o r i e s , t here i s a c o n t r a s t which 
suggests t h a t the t r i p l e p a t t e r n " s t a t e o f nature / r u l e o f law / g r a n t f 
i n g o f mercy" was an important c o n s i d e r a t i o n . The Tale of Florent ends 
w i t h the L o a t h l y Lady's e x p l a n a t i o n o f her t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . She had been 
a b e a u t i f u l p r i n c e s s , but was cursed by her stepmother to be u g l y u n t i l 
she had won s o v e r e i g n t y over a k n i g h t who " A l l e o t h r e p a s s e t h o f good 
name" (1.1849). She i s , i n e f f e c t , rescued by the k n i g h t , and her 
beauty both by day and by n i g h t i s a reward t o him f o r h i s a c t i o n s as 
much as i t i s a f r e e and undeserved g i f t . By o m i t t i n g any e x p l a n a t i o n 
f o r the Lady's t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , whether n a t u r a l or s u p e r n a t u r a l , Chaucer 
e f f e c t i v e l y removes i t from the realm o f reward f o r s e r v i c e s and l e a v e s 
i t t o be seen as a f r e e and u n c o n d i t i o n a l g i f t — an a c t o f true mercy 
r a t h e r than wages earned by good behaviour. 
The importance o f the u n d e r l y i n g p a t t e r n can a l s o be seen i n an 
a l t e r a t i o n to the b e g i n n i n g o f the s t o r y , t o compensate f o r the s i d e 
e f f e c t s o f h i s i n t e r e s t i n the k n i g h t as v i o l a t o r o f women. When he 
chose rape r a t h e r than murder as the k n i g h t ' s o f f e n c e , Chaucer l o s t the 
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i n d i c a t i o n o f a l e g a l punishment e x a c t l y e q u i v a l e n t t o the c r i m e . But 
what was l o s t i n the p l o t i s p r e s e r v e d i n the language, by a technique 
which I t h i n k few o t h e r authors c o u l d have d e v i s e d . The k n i g h t ' s s i n 
and the c o u r t ' s judgement are expressed i n the f o l l o w i n g words: 
He saugh a mayde walkynge hym b i f o r n , 
Of which mayde anon, maugree h i r heed, 
By v e r r a y f o r c e , he r a f t e h i r e maydenhed; 
For which o p p r e s s i o u n was swich clamour 
And swich pursute unto the kyng A r t h o u r , 
That dampned was t h i s knyght f o r t o be deed. 
By cours o f lawe, and sholde han l o s t h i s heed — 
Paraventure swich was the s t a t u t tho — (III.886-93) 
The conspicuous rhyming o f "maugre h i r heed" and "maydenhed," and "deed" 
and "heed," and the c h o i c e o f t h i s p a r t i c u l a r method o f e x e c u t i o n a l l 
show t h a t t h i s s t o r y , which begins w i t h a l a w l e s s , v i o l e n t rape and 
ends w i t h the f r e e g i f t o f f a i r n e s s and f i d e l i t y , p r o g r e s s e s by the 
e f f i c i e n c y o f a s t a t u t e , a law, o f "a head f o r a head." 
D i s c u s s i o n s o f S i r Gawain and the Green Knight and The Wife of Bath 
Tale have f o r too l o n g been s i d e t r a c k e d by arguments over whether the 
poems' b a s i c a l l y pagan and C e l t i c s t r u c t u r e s are s u f f i c i e n t l y c o u n t e r -
b a l a n c e d by r e f e r e n c e s t o C h r i s t i a n i t y t o make them " C h r i s t i a n " poems. 
In l i g h t o f the p a t t e r n I have demonstrated, i t seems c l e a r t h a t , whethe 
o r n o t these b a s i c p a t t e r n s belong t o f o l k l o r e , they a l s o b e long i n the 
b e s t t r a d i t i o n s o f mediaeval C h r i s t i a n i t y , and t h a t , i n s t r u c t u r e as 
w e l l as i n s u r f a c e , " a l l i s w r i t t e n f o r our d o c t r i n e . " 
York U n i v e r s i t y 
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1 B i b l i c a l t r a n s l a t i o n s are taken from the Douay-Rheims v e r s i o n , 
as c l o s e s t t o the sense o f the V u l g a t e . 
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c u l p a emendatur, h i e peccatorum a u f e r u n t u r e x o r d i a . . . . Qui d i c i t : 
Oculum pro oculo, non e t a l t e r u m v u l t a u f e r r e sed utrumque s e r v a r e . " 
3 The Code of Hammurabi, i n The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of 
Texts and Pictures, ed. J.B. P r i t c h a r d , ( P r i n c e t o n 1958) I , 138-67, f o r 
example, i n c l u d e s not o n l y "an eye f o r an eye and a t o o t h f o r a t o o t h " 
(paragraphs 196 and 200), but a l s o " I f a s e i g n i o r has s t r u c k the cheek 
o f a s e i g n i o r who i s s u p e r i o r t o him, he s h a l l be beaten s i x t y times 
w i t h an o x t a i l whip i n the assembly" (paragraph 202). 
4 
T e r t u l l i a n , Adversus Marcionem, I V . x v i . 
5 A u g u s t i n e , Contra Faustum Manichaeum, i n C o l l e c t i o Selecta SS. 
Ecclesiae Patrum, ed. D.A.B. C a i l l a u ( P a r i s 1839), v o l . 135. 
6 A u g u s t i n e , Contra Adimantum, V I I I . 
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The Writings Against the Manichaeans and Against the Donatists, v o l . IV 
o f A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the C h r i s t i a n 
Church, 1 s t ser.ed. P h i l i p S c h a f f (New York 1887; r p t . Grand Rapids 1956) 
as f o l l o w s : "Quandoquidem e t i l i u d antiquum ad reprimendas flammas 
odiorum,"saevientiumque immoderatos animos re f r e n a n d o s , i t a 
praeceptum e s t . Quis enim tantumdem f a c i l e contentus e s t Xeponere 
v i n d i c t a e , quantum a c c e p i t i n j u r i a e ? Nonne videmus homines l e v i t e r 
l a e s o s m o l i r i caedem, s i t i r e sanguinem, vixque i n v e n i r e i n m a l i s 
i n i m i c i unde s a t i e n t u r ? Quis pugno per c u s s u s , non aut j u d i c i a c o n c i t a t 
i n damnationem e j u s q u i p e r c u s s e r i t , aut s i i p s e r e p e r c u t e r e v e l i t , 
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